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ABSTRACT

When children's own strategies for solving
mathematical problems are not connected to the way mathematics is
taught in school, students fail to make sense of mathematics
instruction and begin to "fail." This chapter adopts the position
that student understanding of worthwhile mathematical content is the
essential goal of mathematics education, and that everything
else~-curricuium, instruction, and assessment-—is a means to that
end. For culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms, this
position means that student bilingualism and the use of children's
home and cultural backgrounds in mathematics are important
considerations for teachers as they attempt to promote student
understanding. An example of teaching for understanding in the
bilingual or multicultural primary classroom is provided through an
extensive vignette——a composite drawn from many observations,
particularly in classrooms with students of Mexican origin. The
example demonstrates how a teacher promotes understanding through
classroom discussion in which children explain their reasoning to
each other. Four principles guide such practices: constant assessment
of what students understand; choice of mathematical content that is
interesting, open—~ended, and accessible to children of varying
abilities; building on students' prior knowledge and home
experiences; and developing mathematical language in context. Since
teacher awareness of the extent of student understanding is critical,
modified strategies are suggested for the teacher who is not fluent
in students' dominant language. Contains 56 references. (SV)
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